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County Agent’s Notes: May 13, 2000
Weed control in home gardens.
By: Dr. Ernie Flint
Most of us who have a regular “day job” have little if any time to give the home garden
the TLC it really needs to make it look good and produce lots of vegetables. You retired folks
have the advantage in that you can spend the time in weeding and really looking after those little
things that make a home garden really look great.
With the ready availability of weed control products for use in home gardens, there is a
great temptation to rely on herbicides as a means of reducing the amount of time required to
control weeds, not to mention the physical effort. We can use these products successfully,
however we must take special precautions not to damage the desirable plants we want to grow.
There are a few products which are safe enough to use in the garden without much danger
of damaging crops. Let’s look at a few of these and think about some of the precautions needed
to use them successfully.
One of the safest and best products on the market is glyphosate, commonly marketed as
Roundup. This material has been on the market long enough now that the patent rights have run
out, so it may be found under names other than Roundup. Carefully check the fine print on the
label and make certain the active ingredient is glyphosate, and that other herbicides have not
been blended with it.
Roundup can be used as a “clean up” treatment prior to working the garden as a means of
destroying all the vegetation present. It may be sprayed or applied as a wipe-on treatment.
When it is sprayed, take special precautions not to allow wind to carry droplets of the material to
other areas that may contain plants you don’t want to damage. It’s a good idea to use very low
spray pressure as a way of keeping spray droplets large; this will prevent much of the problem
with drift to other areas. Better stay well away from desirable plants just as an added precaution.
Roundup works slow, requiring 10 to 14 days to do a good job of weed control.
Roundup is quickly broken down when it contacts soil, and is only active on growing
plants. It leaves no residue to prevent weeds from emerging after the product is used. About all
this treatment is useful for is to remove undesirable plants that are actively growing.
Many of you already use granular trifluralin or Treflan as a way of suppressing the
growth of weeds in gardens. This is a great product, and is especially effective in reducing the
emergence of annual grasses in a garden, however care must be taken to avoid overdosing the
soil. When the rate is too high, vegetable plants may be slow in growing, leaves may be yellow,
and yield of fruit may be reduced. This product can be useful with most garden plants like peas,
beans, okra, and transplanted crops. Treflan works mainly by preventing the germination of
seeds, but when the rate is a little too high it can also reduce the development of roots. A good
way to utilize this product is to plant your garden and allow plants to emerge and become
established; then apply the product at the recommended rate to prevent later emergence of
weeds. Light incorporation with the top inch or so of soil is needed to make Treflan work best
since it is quickly broken down by sunlight.
Of all the products available for use in home gardens, perhaps the most useful is
sethoxydim, commonly called Poast. This herbicide works only on grasses, and has no effect on
broadleaf plants. It can be used liberally around broadleaf crops like peas, beans, okra, eggplant,
pepper, and even sensitive crops like tomato. Its one failing is that it cannot be used around
young corn because it will kill this member of the grass family. It may however be used after
corn gets large if care is taken to prevent it from coming in contact with the top or “whorl” of the
corn plants. Use low spray pressure and keep the spray tip as low as possible while making the
application around large corn plants. This material works slowly, with people often thinking it
has failed to work; about a week is required to see results. Also, keep in mind that nutgrass or
“cocoa” will not be controlled by this product since this weed is not really a grass at all; rather
nutgrass is a member of the sedge family which is not affected by Poast.
There are other herbicides which can be used with specific crops. This information is
presented in the Extension Weed Control Guidelines. We can copy these pages from the
publication if you would like to have them, however the uses of many of the other products are
very specific, requiring their use on certain crops only. Unless you want to grow large amounts
of each crop, this can get very complicated. One mistake can spell disaster in a home garden.
For the gardener, mulch is one of the best means of weed control. Straw can be used to
limit the amount of sunlight reaching the soil surface, thereby reducing the germination of weed
seeds. Black plastic is also very good in most crops, however this material may cause soil
temperature to get very high, possibly damaging roots during periods of hot sunny weather.
Mulches also help conserve moisture by reducing the amount of evaporation from the soil
surface.
For those who have the time, “cold steel” is still the best way to control weeds, either
with a tiller or with an old trusty hoe. The problem for many of us is that we simply don’t have
the time to do it this way.
Other ways to garden may be the answer for some of us. Raised beds and container
gardening make growing vegetables for the home much easier. We can have our garden much
closer to home this way, and we can more easily control weeds with mulch or by hand weeding.
This method is great for things like tomatoes, squash, peppers, etc., those crops which produce a
lot in a small place. Those who can grow ornamentals this way can also grow vegetables equally
well.
We have a lot of printed information on all of this. Call us at if you need it.
